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Six Ways Ecumenical Progress Is Possible

     Sarah Hinlicky Wilson

Sarah Hinlicky Wilson is assistant research professor at the Institute for 
Ecumenical Research in Strasbourg, France. The author of numerous articles, 
she is also the editor of the theological journal Lutheran Forum.

Ecumenism got started a hundred years ago with the intuition that the state of 
the church—especially its mutually condemning denominations and competition in the 
mission field—was contrary to Jesus’s prayer for the unity of his disciples. Convicted 
Christians have acted on that intuition in countless ways, from joint diaconal work 
and government lobbying, to shared suffering at the hands of oppressors, to mergers 
and various fellowship agreements, to local, national, and international dialogue and 
scholarly research. During the first fifty years or so, the principal players were main-
line Protestants and the Orthodox; in the 1960s, the previously uninterested Catholic 
Church joined in; and the past decade has seen the gradual entry of hitherto suspicious 
Evangelicals and Pentecostals.

As with any movement of its size and scope, the past century’s ecumenism has 
been a mixed bag. Some of the time it has led to extraordinary breakthroughs in what 
seemed to be intractable situations. Other times it has led to doctrinal compromise, 
abandonment of mission, and bureaucratic proliferation. There are no clear rules as to 
what will work and what won’t—ecumenism did not arrive on the scene furnished with 
an instruction manual. Passionately desiring to see the hostilely divided church become 
one according to Jesus’s prayer does not entail accepting every proposal put forth in 
the name of ecumenism. But it does require careful evaluation of each case on its own 
merits, learning from failures and successes alike. At the hundredth anniversary of the 
ecumenical movement, it’s fitting to take a fresh look and see what ecumenism can 
accomplish, and what it actually has accomplished.

What follows are six cases of ecumenical progress over the past hundred years. 
None of them includes organizational merger (which, curiously, remains the common 
perception of what ecumenism is ultimately all about). Instead, these are cases in which 
“stuck” positions got “unstuck,” in a variety of ways. I have identified these six ways (there 
are undoubtedly more) as: removing misunderstandings; distinguishing between competing 
internal traditions; self-correction; expansion; reminder; and repentance and forgiveness.

In reviewing these cases, it should become clear that the Lord’s call to unity is 
not advanced through doctrinal sellout, cheap political solutions, stubborn attachment 
to inaccurate polemic, or avoidance of the Christian other. It should also become clear 
that the church itself is a work in progress during the time between Pentecost and the 
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second coming of Christ. Churches and their theologies are not as absolute and static as 
integers on a number line; rather, they continually develop, reconsider, and self-correct, 
in no small part due to exposure to each other. Even churches that have historically 
regarded one another as bitter enemies could not help but be affected by each other.1 
The common experience of social movements and contemporary events constantly 
forces churches to rethink and express afresh the faith they have received, opening up 
new possibilities between them. And as scholarship sifts and evaluates the past, new 
perspectives come to light that have previously remained obscure. In this matrix, faith-
ful ecumenism becomes possible.
 
1. Removing Misunderstandings

Divided churches are deeply invested in the idea that they have understood each 
other perfectly and thus that their mutual rejection is perfectly justified. And if that 
were the case, there would be no room for any ecumenical reconciliation at all. But the 
urgency of Christ’s prayer for his disciples to be one demands a review of past disputes 
to consider, first of all, whether in fact a misunderstanding gave rise to the division. If 
so, clearing up the misunderstanding is mandatory.

An excellent test case for this aspect of ecumenical progress is the teaching on 
the “assurance of salvation” that was disputed by Luther and his Roman opponents. In 
1518, Luther had an audience with Cardinal Cajetan, who had been ordered by Pope 
Leo X to meet with the troublesome friar and get him to recant. But, the pope warned 
the cardinal, the latter was not to be roped into an argument with Luther. This deeply 
offended Luther, who wanted to be persuaded of the error of his ways by scriptural 
appeal (if such a thing were possible), but Cajetan “never produced a syllable from the 
Holy Scriptures against me.”2

All the same, Cajetan did come prepared to defeat the incipient reformer’s theo-
logical errors. He had read all of Luther’s works that he could find and prepared a set 
of “opuscules” in the form of scholastic questions-and-answers based on his reading. 
(Luther didn’t know about this and had never read anything of Cajetan’s at all, putting 
him at a communicative disadvantage.) Question 10 in Cajetan’s set asks whether “faith 
is necessary for an efficacious sacramental absolution.”3 Must the penitent “believe with 
the greatest certitude that he has been absolved by God?” It seems, says Cajetan in the 
classic scholastic setup, that the answer is yes. In the first place, one should have faith 
in the word of Christ regarding what is bound and loosed on earth (Mt 16:19). Further, 
even if the penitent was not really contrite or the priest didn’t absolve “seriously” but 
just as a sort of joke, the force of Christ’s word would still effect a true absolution 
(Luther himself had said as much in a sermon on penitence). Even if one could be fully 
contrite, one could never know with certainty that one is fully contrite, so certainty 
must not lie there but in Christ. And so forth, repeating Luther’s arguments.4
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On the contrary, Cajetan concludes, this argument is “against the common 
meaning of the church.5 The problem that Cajetan identifies is Luther’s failure to dis-
tinguish between “infused faith” (fide infusa) and “acquired faith” (fide acquisita). The for-
mer, a divinely infused theological virtue, is what allows us to believe that God grants 
grace in the sacraments as a general rule. But it does not allow us to believe in the suc-
cessful granting of that grace in any particular case, which is the realm of acquired faith. 
For instance, we can believe with certainty that baptism in general removes original sin, 
but we can’t believe with certainty that (in Cajetan’s example) an adult Jew requesting 
and receiving baptism has actually received the grace of baptism, since he may have put 
up some impediment to grace within himself (Cajetan’s example is an intention to com-
mit adultery). In the immediate case of certainty in absolution, no penitent can be cer-
tain that he hasn’t erected an internal impediment to the reception of absolution, even 
if he is correctly certain that absolution can in general remove the guilt of all sins.6 The 
problem is certainty about one’s own inner states. Acquired faith “cannot be infallibly 
certain of its objects (to know that, by the absolution, I have been effectively absolved 
before God), because every man remains subject to doubt in this life: according to the 
common law, he does not know if he is in the grace of God.”7 A little later Cajetan 
invokes Luther’s (easy-to-misunderstand) phrase “so glaubst du, so hast du,” objecting that 
“this faith is a human work (since it is acquired)”—being about the specific human case 
of me, not absolution in general—and thus “the consequence of it is that confidence 
in one’s proper penitence consists in one’s own work of faith: this is foreign to the 
Christian faith.”8 His concluding judgment about Luther’s innovations on this matter 
turned out to be prophetic: “This is to build a new church.”9

This is the set of assumptions with which Cajetan greeted Luther and of which 
errors the cardinal asked him to recant. Luther asked for some time to consider the 
matter and lay it out in writing. On the third day of his meeting with Cajetan, Luther 
presented his prepared text. There, Luther reports, he plainly stated that “no one can be 
justified except by faith,”10 calling attention to several biblical texts as evidence. Then 
he clarifies that faith “is nothing else than believing what God promises and reveals.”11 
Thus, “a person going to the sacrament must believe that he will receive grace,”12 since 
God promises to grant grace in the sacrament. On the same basis it is necessary to 
believe the words of absolution, since they are tied to the promise of Christ that what-
ever is loosed on earth shall be loosed in heaven (again Matthew 16:19). Otherwise 
“with your doubt you make of Christ a liar, which is a horrible sin.”13 He recalls one 
biblical episode after another to show how God always asks for specific faith in specific 
promises to specific people, not a general faith that does not attach to any particular 
event. For Luther, faith and its justifying effect always happens in real time, in the 
church, through the declaration of the promise to a particular sinner and the reception 
of that promise by the sinner in faith.

But note that Luther’s appeal to confidence in the reception of grace in no way 
reflects the state of the sinner. It’s all about the promise of God, of recognizing that 
God is God and as such keeps his promises. After establishing this, Luther briefly 
considers the human feeling of being “unworthy and unfit.” This feeling is irrelevant 
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to the question, from Luther’s perspective. “Through no attitude on your part will you 
become worthy, through no works will you be prepared for the sacrament, but through 
faith alone… Without faith all other things are acts of presumption and desperation.”14

This concluding insight is important. If people based their certainty of receiving 
grace on their own worthiness, they would be either presumptuous (of course I’m good 
enough to receive grace!) or despairing (there’s no way I’m worthy enough to receive 
it!). Cajetan’s own concerns are echoed here. He could only imagine that certainty 
of the reception of grace would be a self-produced work, proudly held over against 
God; as a good Thomist, he knew this was utterly offensive to Christian doctrine. 
But his pastoral concern about human presumption and despair made him unable to 
understand Luther’s overriding emphasis on the certainty of God’s promise of grace. 
Likewise Luther could only hear in Cajetan’s concern a binding of tortured consciences, 
forced into ongoing obsession with their own internal spiritual states rather than resting 
securely in the promise and thus truly trusting in God to be God. Cajetan and Luther’s 
mutual concerns remained opaque to one another. The ensuing political threats of the 
Roman party and Luther’s escalating polemic guaranteed that no fair hearing would 
ever take place.

Many years later, the Council of Trent maintained Cajetan’s position, pre-
mised on the same misunderstanding of Luther. Canon XIV condemned anyone who 
says that “a person is absolved from sins and is justified by the fact that he certainly 
believes he is absolved and justified; or that no one is truly justified except one who 
believes that he is justified, and that by that faith alone are forgiveness and justification 
effected.”15 The Roman concern is the grounding of justification in the human work 
of certitude. Of course, it is hard to imagine anything more offensive to Luther, either: 
such would be the ultimate distortion of his teaching on justification by faith. But what 
sounds to Lutherans like a ringing confession that Spirit-given faith is the only proper 
and pleasing reception of God’s promise in the words of absolution clearly sounds to 
Rome like a self-aggrandizing act of spiritual pride, if not a vicious circle to which God 
is at best a tangent.

A German bilateral study from the 1980s, published in English as The 
Condemnations of the Reformation Era: Do They Still Divide?, takes up these “fatal misunder-
standings,” traced back to the meeting with Cajetan in 1518, about the exact meaning 
of the assurance of salvation.16 Under the rubric of mutual recognition of each other’s 
“concerns,” the study finds that the Catholic position maintains the distinction between 
certainty with regard to oneself and certainty with regard to God: the former is to be 
doubted, given the ongoing Christian struggle with weakness and sin, while the latter 
is to be believed wholeheartedly. Luther’s proposal is to assault the doubts about the 
former on the grounds of the certainty of the latter. A believer, however conscious of 
his sin, can be confident of his salvation because “[i]t is impossible to rely on God’s 
saving Word and at the same time, in the very act of reliance, hold that Word to be 
unreliable.” The study recognizes Cajetan’s seminal misunderstanding that Luther 
taught certainty “founded on the believer’s subjective conviction, or even on his subjec-
tive feelings,” while the reformers took the Roman views as proof that they wanted to 
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keep “believers in a state of uncertainty.”17 The bilateral study concludes, however, that 
“what the Council of Trent rejects is precisely what the Reformers were also concerned 
to avert: security and self-conceit about one’s own condition and a complacent certainty 
of being in grace, self-deception about one’s own weakness, insufficient fear of losing 
grace, comforting ‘feelings’ as criterion, moral laxness under appeal to the assurance of 
salvation, and—even more—security of predestination.”18

Building on these insights, the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification 
(1999) deals explicitly with “Assurance of Salvation.” The result is significant, since this 
goes to the heart of the Lutheran understanding of the gracious word of the gospel and 
why justification is by faith, not merely by grace. It’s all the more important since this 
teaching has so often been distorted in other varieties of Protestantism, turning faith 
into the ultimate good work and encouraging an obsession with one’s own spiritual 
state. The common statement of both Lutherans and Catholics states: “We confess 
together that the faithful can rely on the mercy and promises of God. In spite of their 
own weakness and the manifold threats to faith, on the strength of Christ’s death 
and resurrection they can build on the effective promise of God’s grace in Word and 
Sacrament and so be sure of this grace” (4.5.34). It goes on to say that the Reformers 
exhorted believers never to look to themselves, but always to Christ, for assurance. 
Then we hear: “Catholics can share the concern of the Reformers to ground faith in 
the objective reality of Christ’s promise, to look away from one’s own experience, and 
to trust in Christ’s forgiving word alone” (4.5.36). In fact, the Joint Declaration takes 
up this renewed understanding of faith not merely as assent (the usual scholastic defini-
tion) but also as trust: “With the Second Vatican Council, Catholics state: to have faith 
is to entrust oneself totally to God, who liberates us from the darkness of sin and death 
and awakens us to eternal life” (4.5.36). This is no mere intellectual assent to facts 
about salvation. The debt to Luther is obvious.

The outcome, then, of many decades of Lutheran-Catholic dialogue was not 
only to remove one of the misunderstandings that had dogged their relations for nearly five 
centuries. It was to discover the great extent to which Catholics could willingly share 
Lutheran concerns and convictions, even to the point of revising their own formula-
tions, such as the definition of faith, in line with Lutheran teaching.

2. Distinguishing between Competing Internal Traditions
But, one may rightly ask, wasn’t Luther on to something when he accused the 

Roman party of wanting to keep “believers in a state of uncertainty”? Was he entirely off-
track with his suspicions about creeping if not outright Pelagianism in the church of his day?

Luther’s accusations were not at all unfounded. The complicating factor is that 
sometimes he hit the mark and sometimes he didn’t. The medieval Western church 
was not a theologically homogenous entity, as Protestant polemics have sometimes 
assumed. There in fact co-existed two entirely opposed understandings of justification 
in medieval scholasticism, but this was not widely recognized even on the Roman side. 
Disentangling the two views and their implications for today is a matter of considerable 
ecumenical import.19
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We should start where Luther started, with the late scholastic nominalist Gabriel 
Biel.20 Biel, following William of Ockham, distinguished between God’s absolute and 
ordered power. Under the rubric of absolute power, God had the choice and the right 
to save human beings in any way whatsoever, or not at all. God’s mercy is shown in 
his deciding to save us under the rubric of his ordered power and in being faithful to 
the promise offered through that ordered power. What exactly is on offer through the 
ordered power of God? It is the promise that God will save those who do their very 
best (the infamous facere quod in se est).

Biel, of course, was a well-educated scholastic and perfectly well aware of the 
early Western church’s condemnation of Pelagianism, so it is worth asking how he 
thought he could defend such an outrageously Pelagian account of salvation. The 
first aspect has already been noted: since God could have offered salvation in a way 
that was absolutely impossible for humans to manage, or could have refused to save 
at all, grace is already evident in the provision for an accessible salvation.21 Further, 
and more significantly, Biel assumes that the natural powers bestowed on created 
human beings are eminently up to the task. Unlike Luther (and, as we shall shortly see, 
Thomas Aquinas), Biel makes no strong distinction between the human will before 
and after the fall into sin. Since in Biel’s view “freedom of the will” is an essential 
predicate of humanity, to suggest that humans have lost free will is the same as to 
suggest that they are no longer human. At worst, original sin makes it harder and less 
pleasant to love and obey God above all things, but certainly not impossible. As far as 
Biel is concerned, “absolute love [of God] is within the reach of natural man without the 
assistance of grace.”22 As Oberman explains:

A genuine love of God, above everything else, is within the reach of man, 
not only in paradise, but also after the fall. Indeed, the material aftermath 
of original sin, concupiscence, has made for serious difficulties, but the 
psychological counterforces of the past mercy and future justice of God 
are extremely powerful. Under these circumstances, it is doubtless possible 
for the sinner to come to a genuine act of contrition. Once this genuine 
love for God’s sake is reached, the last obstacle is removed and the road 
to acceptation is paved by the eternal decrees of God.23

Prevenient grace, if granted at all, is “thoroughly naturalized and barely distin-
guishable from man’s natural endowments.”24 It is at most “a divine intervention in the 
natural order which points to the freedom of God to relieve man in particular cases 
from the arduous but possible task of preparing himself.”25 Grace is really then the result, 
not the cause, of good works: “When natural man has reached a certain level of per-
fection, grace will be infused. Though this infusion may stabilize and perfect the will, 
it does not change anything in the requirement that man should do his very best.”26 
Before the infusion of grace, human best efforts earn the “merit of congruity,” after 
grace they earn the “merit of condignity,” but in either case it is truly human merit that 
earns grace and salvation.
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Oberman summarizes and passes the same judgment as Luther:

Biel has a remarkable doctrine of justification: seen from different vantage 
points, justification is at once sola gratia and solis operibus! By grace alone—
because if God had not decided to adorn man’s good works with created 
and uncreated grace, man would never be saved. By works alone—because 
not only does man have to produce the framework or substance for this 
adornment, but God by the two laws of grace is committed, even obliged 
to add to this framework infused grace and final acceptation. Once man 
has done his very best, the other parts follow automatically. It is clear that 
emphasis falls on “justification by works alone”; the concept of “justifica-
tion by grace alone” is a rational outer structure dependent on the distinc-
tion between potentia absoluta and potentia ordinata… It is therefore evident that 
Biel’s doctrine of justification is essentially Pelagian.27

In short, Biel taught justification by divine acceptation—namely, justification 
by those naturally possible good works that God has graciously promised to accept—
rather than justification by grace or faith.28 Of course, this justification depends on suc-
cessfully having done one’s very best with one’s natural powers, and who can be sure 
of that? As Luther experienced in his own person, this approach necessarily increases 
“scrupulousness and despair.”29 Biel won’t even accept “the light of truth, the joy in 
doing good works, and peace of conscience” as signs of having succeeded, since those 
feelings might be a trick of the devil.30 A Christian can be certain that God wills to 
save, but not necessarily that God wills to save oneself.31

Luther’s objections to Biel are obvious. The reformer especially takes Biel to 
task in the 1517 Disputation against Scholastic Theology, condemning “Gabriel” by 
name thirteen times (in Theses 6, 10, 13, 20, 23, 54, 55, 57, 61, 90, 91, 92, and 93). 
He rejects Biel’s confidence in natural human powers after the fall—for Luther, this 
would call the whole purpose of Christ’s incarnation and death into question—argu-
ing instead that grace is needed before the human being can do or offer anything: 
“On the part of man, however, nothing precedes grace except indisposition and even 
rebellion against grace.”32 It was certainly no error on Luther’s part to charge Biel with 
Pelagianism redux. Notably, Biel’s predecessor and inspiration William of Ockham had 
been charged by Luther’s fellow Augustinian Hermit Gregory of Rimini (d. 1358) with 
Pelagianism, and perhaps not incidentally he was one of the few late medieval scholas-
tics to win Luther’s approbation.33

So where did the mistake lie that contemporary ecumenism can identify and 
address? It was twofold: first, that Luther identified Thomas Aquinas as one of the 
offending scholastic theologians, portraying all of scholasticism as a single hereti-
cal whole; and second, that the Roman party failed to recognize and condemn Biel’s 
Pelagianism, and so also failed to recognize that the condemned Luther was far more in 
line with the authoritative Angelic Doctor than with the uncondemned Gabriel Biel.34

Even here, it is tricky to untangle the web. In the first place, it’s not surprising 
that Luther placed Thomas and Biel in the same camp, since Biel appealed to Thomas 
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for support. Indeed, the early Thomas in his commentary on Peter Lombard’s Sentences 
said more or less the same thing as Biel regarding natural human powers preparing 
the way for grace.35 It was only due to the internal arguments of fifteenth-century 
Thomists, especially Johannes Capreolus, that Thomas’s later writings—in particular the 
Summa Theologica—were recognized as authoritative, especially when they differed from 
Thomas’s earlier writings.36 Luther wasn’t familiar firsthand either with Thomas or with 
these reflections of his followers.

But Thomas’s differences from Biel, and his alignment with the Augustine that 
Luther so warmly approved, become clear with even a cursory examination of the Summa. 
For instance, Thomas poses the question, “Whether by his own natural powers and with-
out grace man can love God above all things?” The ensuing arguments at first seem to 
suggest sympathy with Biel: Thomas answers yes, natural powers are sufficient, despite 
all arguments to the contrary. But then comes the vital distinction that Biel was later to 
erase: between humans before and after the fall. Thomas explains that “in the state of 
perfect nature man did not need the gift of grace added to his natural endowments, in 
order to love God above all things naturally, although he needed God’s help to move 
him to it; but in the state of corrupt nature man needs, even for this, the help of grace to 
heal his nature.”37 The next several questions bear out Thomas’s insistence on the priority 
of grace in all matters of human salvation. Can humans merit eternal life without grace? 
Thomas answers no; such is quite beyond natural human powers, even uncorrupted ones. 
While it is true that “[m]an, by his will, does works meritorious of everlasting life… for 
this it is necessary that the will of man should be prepared with grace by God.”38 More 
to the point in Luther’s dispute with Biel, Thomas asks “[w]hether a man, by himself and 
without the external aid of grace, can prepare himself for grace.” He answers no. Thomas 
explains: “[W]e must presuppose a gratuitous gift of God, Who moves the soul inwardly 
or inspires the good wish… [T]hat [human wills] are ‘turned’ to God can only spring 
from God’s having ‘turned’ to them. Now to prepare oneself for grace is, as it were, to  
be turned to God… Man’s turning to God is by free-will; and thus man is bidden to  
turn himself to God. But free-will can only be turned to God, when God turns it.”39  
The apparently active work of “turning to God” turns out to be really the passive fact  
of “being turned” by God; Thomas redefines the whole sense of the phrase.

Thomas did not end up being just another scholastic theologian. In 1323 he was 
canonized a saint by Pope John XXII. His Summa was laid upon the altar along with 
the Scriptures and papal decrees during the Council of Trent, and in 1567 Pope Pius V 
declared Thomas a doctor of the church. Pope Leo XIII’s encyclical Aeterni Patris (1879) 
waxes lyrical about him and exhorts the leaders of the church “in all earnestness to 
restore the golden wisdom of St. Thomas, and to spread it far and wide for the defense 
and beauty of the Catholic faith, for the good of society, and for the advantage of all the 
sciences.”40 If there is a difference of opinion between Biel and Thomas, there should be 
no doubt on the Roman Catholic side that the latter overrules the former.

The significance for ecumenism should be clear by now. There was not a single 
medieval Western teaching on justification, but at least two major, opposing, and compet-
ing internal traditions (with of course many varieties on either side). Luther opposed Biel’s 
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take as Pelagian, and due to his own limited knowledge extended this criticism to all 
other scholastic theologians, including Thomas. But Thomas was as opposed to Biel’s 
position as was Luther. This often unrecognized inner contradiction within Roman 
Catholicism has continued down to the present and is a long and complicated story.

But given this history, the Catholic assent to the following statement in the 
Joint Declaration is of tremendous significance: “By grace alone, in faith in Christ’s 
saving work and not because of any merit on our part, we are accepted by God and 
receive the Holy Spirit, who renews our hearts while equipping and calling us to good 
works” (§3.15). In other words, justification does not come by our natural powers but 
by “grace alone,” not by our good works but “in faith in Christ’s saving work,” and all 
this is “not because of any merit on our part.” In its assent to the Joint Declaration, 
the Catholic Church has committed itself afresh to Thomas’s interpretation of justifi-
cation and has rejected Biel’s. There is plenty of room and reason to ask whether the 
Thomistic take on justification actually wins the day in parish-level Catholic preaching 
and pastoral practice (just as Catholics may legitimately ask how well Lutheran clergy 
succeed in conveying the gospel faithfully, even according to Lutheran standards). But 
there is an officially sanctioned benchmark now for ongoing ecumenical engagement.

3. Self-Correction
Religious and theological movements are never clean and tidy with neatly demarcat-

ed edges. Especially in their first growth, they are explosive, creative, and exploratory. Much 
of enduring value is produced in this initial phase, but not everything is of equal worth. It is 
the work of succeeding generations to sort out, sift, and discern. This is clear enough in the 
origins of Christianity itself. Not all literature about Christ was judged to be equally true and 
valuable. The four canonical gospels finally won a permanent place in Christian teaching; 
the gnostic gospels were discarded as distortions of Jesus’s life and teaching.

So it is for subsequent theological developments in the church’s history. Not 
every proposal, every idea, every line of canon law, every theology is of equal worth. 
Some are carried along past their usefulness or despite their inadequacy simply because 
of their association with a famous name or movement. That makes shaking them off 
difficult business, but it can be done. A core Reformation principle is that the church 
always needs to reassess and prune away things of inferior value. Theologies always 
stand in need of correction.

An example of this corrective work can be found in the Leuenberg Agreement 
(LA) of 1973.41 The statement was drafted by representatives of Lutheran and 
Reformed churches in Europe to sort out longstanding differences between them and 
establish a basis for church fellowship in the form of altar and pulpit fellowship. The 
LA did not remove all differences or deny them; but it did assert that there was suf-
ficient common ground to remove the “church-dividing character” of these differences. 
The LA was to be only the beginning of ever-growing fellowship and ongoing theologi-
cal discussion. Accordingly, the document is very brief: it sets out the basic groundwork 
in anticipation of extensive further exploration.
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The three primary areas of historic disagreement between Lutherans and 
Reformed are, according to the LA, the nature of Christ’s presence in the Lord’s 
Supper, Christology (in particular the personal union of the two natures in Christ), 
and predestination. It is the last of these that is of most interest here. Historically, the 
Reformed churches have followed John Calvin’s teaching on so-called “double predes-
tination.” As the second-generation Reformer put it:

We call predestination God’s eternal decree, by which he compacted with 
himself what he willed to become of each man. For all are not created in 
equal condition; rather, eternal life is foreordained for some, eternal dam-
nation for others. Therefore, as any man has been created to one or the 
other of these ends, we speak of him as predestined to life or to death.42

For Calvin, predestination is an essential doctrine because it precludes salvation 
on the basis of human merit, which of course is a central theme in all Reformation the-
ology. He is not terribly impressed by Luther’s warnings to stay away from the doctrine 
of predestination as a dangerous matter for human minds to probe. But the problem 
from the Lutheran side, far more than the personal affliction that the doctrine is likely 
to cause, has been the separation of God’s eternal decree from the person and work 
of Christ. In doctrinal shorthand, the Reformed tradition has tended to teach “limited 
atonement”: Christ only died for those whom God had predestined to save. Lutherans 
by contrast have taught “universal atonement,” extending the real possibility of salva-
tion to all. The division of the saved from the reprobate takes place though the work 
of the Holy Spirit in calling people to faith, but God does not protologically will the 
damnation of anyone. As the Formula of Concord (Epitome) puts it, rejected is the 
error “that God does not desire that everyone should be saved, but rather that without 
regard to their sins—only because of God’s naked decision, intention, and will—some 
are designated for damnation, so that there is no way that they could be saved.”43

This, then, is the background of the LA statement on the doctrine of predestina-
tion. The first part reads: “In the Gospel we have the promise of God’s unconditional 
acceptance of sinful man. Whoever puts his trust in the Gospel can know that he is 
saved and praise God for his election. For this reason we can speak of election only 
with respect to the call to salvation in Christ” (III.24). In other words, the “double” part 
of predestination has been discarded. Atonement is universal, salvation is offered to all 
without distinction, none are eternally chosen to be reprobate. The LA then continues:

Faith knows by experience that the message of salvation is not accepted by 
all; yet it respects the mystery of God’s dealings with men. It bears witness 
to the seriousness of human decision and at the same time to the reality of 
God’s universal purpose of salvation. The witness of the Scriptures to Christ 
forbids us to suppose that God has uttered an eternal decree for the final 
condemnation of specific individuals or of a particular people. (III.25)

In short, Calvin’s teaching on double predestination, specifically with regard to 
an eternal decree apart from Christ, has been rejected by the Reformed churches. A 
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correction to the inherited teaching was seen to be necessary and in the context of this 
ecumenical agreement was officially made.

It is interesting to note that this correction did not come about as a result of 
Lutheran pressure or even the official ecumenical conversation itself. It was a self-correction 
largely due to the influence of the Reformed theologian Karl Barth. He certainly 
was well familiar with both Calvin and Luther’s theology, and the latter’s influence 
is unmistakable, but Barth’s work is overall more Reformed in flavor than Lutheran. 
Nevertheless, working from within his own tradition, Barth became persuaded of the 
untenability of the traditional Reformed doctrine of double predestination and set out 
to correct it: “[W]e have to expunge completely from our minds the thought of the 
foreordination of a rigid and balanced system of election and reprobation . . . the idola-
trous concept of a decretum absolutum.”44 Barth’s case has been generally accepted by the 
Reformed world, and the occasion of pursuing ecumenical fellowship gave Reformed 
church bodies the opportunity to declare their theological self-correction publicly.

4. Expansion
Pentecostalism and related charismatic movements as we know them today 

began at the Azusa Street Mission in Los Angeles in 1906. While there were precedents 
in Wesleyan-Holiness churches in the nineteenth century, it’s the Azusa Street experi-
ence that stamped the twentieth-century movement. Central to this pentecostal awaken-
ing was missionary fervor, which in no small part accounts for Pentecostalism’s incred-
ible growth. The range is from 200 million to 500 million Pentecostals alive today—and 
even at the smaller end, that’s more than twice the number of Lutherans in the world.

This also means that the relationship, potential and actual, of Lutherans to 
Pentecostals is quite different from Lutheran relationships with “historic” churches, 
especially those with which Lutherans found themselves in conflict in the sixteenth 
century. While pentecostal churches did and do draw some of their constituency from 
disaffected Lutherans, their origins are not the fire of controversy over a doctrinal point 
of difference or a political upheaval. In fact, it’s not terribly helpful to think about the 
differences between Lutherans and Pentecostals as primarily doctrinal, even though 
such is the preferred Lutheran mode for analyzing differences. This is especially the 
case since Pentecostalism so often assumes a basic Reformation Protestant outlook as 
the foundation for its own particular contributions.45

The difficulty that has arisen between Pentecostals and historic churches is that 
Pentecostals emphasize an aspect of the life lived in Christ through faith that has been dis-
carded, neglected, or forgotten in the historic churches (largely, though not entirely). The 
very suggestion that Lutherans and others have forgotten or overlooked something, even 
if it does not touch on the central issue of salvation, is threatening and rather insulting. It 
suggests that they have failed to teach the whole counsel of God, and indeed the slogan 
“full gospel” doesn’t shy away from suggesting that other churches teach only a “partial gos-
pel.”46 The often polemical nature of pentecostal preaching vis-à-vis other Christian church-
es has frequently meant that their message has been rejected out of hand or tarnished with a 
variety of put-downs, everything from demonic possession to psychological instability.
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Assuming we can cut away all the polemical inflation on both sides and the inevi-
table distortions to which every church is prey (and certainly Lutherans are no exception 
to that rule), the pentecostal proposal is rather straightforward. It emphasizes, first of all, 
the life and ministry of Jesus that is mysteriously absent from the three great Creeds, 
with his works of healing and exorcism. Taking seriously the real presence of the liv-
ing Christ even today among his people, Pentecostals assume that healing and release 
from evil spirits is as possible now as before the ascension. Furthermore, following the 
clues of the book of Acts and Paul’s teaching on spiritual gifts, even with all the proper 
warnings and caveats in place, they see no reason to assume that such gifts of power 
for the sake of faith and mission are to be ruled out of court for the church today. The 
experience of “Spirit baptism,” which generally initiates the flowering of spiritual gifts, 
is subsequent to (always logically, though sometimes temporally simultaneous to) the 
gift of salvation. Salvation is in no way contingent upon the reception of spiritual gifts. 
But if the Lord who bestowed salvation also sees fit to bestow spiritual gifts for the 
upbuilding of the church and the missionary task, why should the church refuse them? 
Such is pentecostal/charismatic reasoning.

In short, from a Reformation church perspective, Pentecostals propose to 
expand the range of possibility and expectation in the life of the baptized, saved 
Christian. Can such experiences be compatible with Lutheran teaching? The question 
is moot, because they already are. There have been charismatic movements within 
Lutheran churches in the U.S. (both in the Missouri Synod and in the ELCA and its 
predecessor bodies) as well as in Europe. European churches in fact have a long his-
tory of charismatic movements erupting within the Lutheran folk churches; Finland has 
been particularly rich in lay charismatic movements.

More dramatically, in many places in Africa, there is no meaningful distinc-
tion between Lutheranism and charismatic revival. It’s a good question whether 
Lutheranism would have survived in Africa at all without the integration of charismatic 
elements, since this form of Christianity has spoken most potently to Africans. The 
Evangelical (i.e., Lutheran) Church Mekane Yesus (ECMY) in Ethiopia is a premiere 
example of this reality. It is among the largest and fastest growing Lutheran churches 
on the planet (rivaled perhaps only by the also charismatically-influenced church in 
Tanzania). Already in the 1970s the ECMY had to address collectively what pentecostal 
influences and elements would mean to its life as a Lutheran church. The 1976 docu-
ment “The Work of the Holy Spirit” is the most balanced and mature statement on the 
place of charismatic renewal within the global Lutheran church.47

Charismatic renewal began in Ethiopia in the city centers in 1965, introduced 
largely by classical pentecostal missionaries. Over the next ten years a great deal of con-
flict erupted within the Lutheran church, with blame on both sides: older leaders refused 
to give space to younger pentecostal-influenced leaders and objected to their less formal 
worship practices; younger leaders responded with disobedience and sometimes by leav-
ing the church altogether. By the mid-1970s, it became clear that a church-wide resolu-
tion of conflict was necessary. A consultation of forty persons issued a statement to 
serve as official guidelines for dealing with the situation, and the guidelines proved to be 
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remarkably effective. For some years the Lutheran church in Ethiopia had been “pray-
ing for a revival among our church members aimed at strengthening them in their faith 
and especially to help them reach out to their non-Christian brothers with the Gospel”48 

(note the missionary emphasis, as in Pentecostalism’s origins); and the charismatic reviv-
al was taken to be exactly that longed-for and God-given renewal. It simply required 
thoughtful, biblically-guided leadership to settle the conflicts that erupted.

After reviewing the biblical portrait of the Holy Spirit (always clearly seen to be 
the Spirit of the Father and of Christ), and excerpting the responses of various other 
Christian bodies to charismatic renewal, the final section of the document recommends 
that the Lutheran church “be open to it, see it as a blessing and guide it according to the 
Word of God.”49 Following this statement are “Practical Solutions for the Difficulties 
Within the ECMY.” The charismatic focus on speaking in tongues, healing, exorcisms, 
and informal worship are recognized as different from conventional practice.

But it is said that there is a difference between “necessary conflicts”—namely 
the conflicts between God and Satan when the latter wants to destroy a reawakening of 
faith—and “unnecessary conflicts,” such as those over authority, doctrine, and styles of 
worship, all of which can be resolved through scriptural guidance and righteous con-
duct.50 To combat these unnecessary conflicts, church members of all ages are enjoined 
to engage in Bible study together, to show each other respect, to recognize everyone’s 
importance as equal members of the body of Christ, and to put renewed emphasis on 
teaching the word of God. The leaders of the charismatic renewal within the ECMY 
had declared their intention to abide by the ECMY constitution and the Lutheran 
Confessions, which the guidelines gratefully acknowledge, while reasserting that the 
word of God, not personal experience, is the basis of doctrine, as apparently certain 
charismatic elements tended to believe.

It is further acknowledged that “[e]very new revival will bring with it new demands 
for change of worship. And a living church shall be willing to listen to these demands… 
Ways of worship cannot be considered as doctrine.”51 Article VII of the Augsburg 
Confession is cited as evidence for this, with the suggestion that worship should evolve to 
offer “more freedom and openness for the manifestation of the different gifts of the Holy 
Spirit,” while at the same time “young people [should be] taught the meaning of the tradi-
tional worship service.” Overall a desire is expressed to “develop one common liturgy for 
the whole Church, a liturgy with a form that fits better our Ethiopian context.”52

As to more specific charismatic practices, “[w]e will encourage the biblical prac-
tice of prayer for the power and the gifts of the Holy Spirit and the healing of the sick” 
and “[w]e recommend that speaking in tongues be restricted from meetings when there 
is no interpretation, but that the congregations must welcome and encourage it when-
ever interpretation is given.”53 At the end, the conclusion is drawn that the conflict is 
the result of inadequate teaching of the word of God: the concerns of both sides can be 
addressed when both know better the content of the Scripture. The document closes 
with the exhortation: “Let us therefore, young and old together, bow down in humble-
ness in front of our Lord to repent our sins, to repent of the divisions in our midst and 
pray that God will create this fruit [of the Spirit] in us.”54
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What we have in the case of ECMY, then, is the expansion of one church’s tradi-
tion and theological scope through its encounter with another. The result was not the 
compromise of the Lutheran church or the abandonment of its core values. In fact, the 
encounter with pentecostal movements recalled this Lutheran church to its own central 
value of teaching and understanding the Scriptures, while empowering it to do better at 
its missionary calling.55

5. Reminder
A reader of the Lutheran Confessions cannot but be struck by the numerous 

references to the church fathers. While Scripture is invoked as the only final authority, 
the patristic witness is always the second line of defense. Ancient heresies are rejected 
(such as those of the Manicheans, Valentinians, Arians, Eunomians, and Samosatenians 
mentioned in Article I of the Augsburg Confession, the Donatists in Article VIII, and 
the Novatians in Article XII), while the language of the church councils (for example, 
“two natures, the divine and the human, are so inseparably united in one person that 
there is one Christ” following the Council of Chalcedon in Article III of the Augsburg 
Confession, and the discussion of the Person of Christ in Epitome/Solid Declaration 
VIII of the Formula of Concord) is sounded as evidence of the orthodoxy of the 
Lutheran movement. By name, the Augsburg Confession refers to Ambrose, Augustine, 
Cyprian, Jerome, John Chrysostom, and Irenaeus; these church fathers appear else-
where in the confessional writings as well. A frequent and prime appeal against Roman 
practice is its “innovation” over against the custom of the early church.

Luther and his followers quickly realized that they didn’t need to appeal only to 
the past to make their case. They had a living example to turn to: the Eastern churches. 
And in the self-understanding of the Orthodox church, it is simply the early church 
continued into the present without disruption, dogmatically or canonically. Lutherans 
(and eventually other Protestants) were gratified to have an example of Christians of 
great antiquity not under the jurisdiction of the pope. Unsurprisingly, the sixteenth 
century saw several efforts to bring the new Protestant and old Orthodox churches 
together: Melanchthon collaborated on a translation of the Augsburg Confession 
with a Greek deacon from Constantinople; the first Lutheran archbishop of Sweden, 
Laurentius Olavi, went with a delegation to visit the patriarch of Moscow;56 and 
Tübingen theologians established a long-running conversation by letter with Jeremias 
II, the patriarch of Constantinople, based on Melanchthon’s translation of the 
Augsburg Confession.57 Succeeding centuries saw various kinds of encounters rang-
ing from hostile to friendly, political to theological in motivation, but forever after 
Protestants and Orthodox were on each other’s radar screen. 

The nineteenth century saw a renewed interest in the church fathers through-
out the Western church. The entrepreneurial French priest J. P. Migne published 162 
volumes of the Patrologia Graeca and 221 volumes of the Patrologia Latina. The Oxford 
Movement of the Anglican communion produced forty-five volumes in translation for 
the “Library of the Fathers,” while cooperation between Presbyterians and Episcopalians 
in both Britain and the U.S. produced the ante-Nicene fathers and Nicene and post-
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Nicene fathers series. On a scholarly level, Adolf von Harnack reignited Protestant 
interest in the fathers through his not entirely sympathetic assessment of how the Greek 
theologians “hellenized” the simple kerygma of Jesus and Paul.58 The early and eager 
entry of the Orthodox churches into the ecumenical movement, starting around 1920 
with the encyclical of the Ecumenical Patriarchate entitled “Unto the Churches of Christ 
Everywhere,”59 further enhanced Western and Protestant interest in the fathers.

The movement went in both directions: interest in the church fathers created 
interest in the Orthodox churches, and fresh acquaintance with the Orthodox churches 
increased interest in the church fathers. The intensive ressourcement of the patristic period 
by mid-twentieth century Western theologians, particularly evident in Karl Barth and 
in Catholic theologians like Henri de Lubac and Jean Daniélou, had a lasting effect on 
Western theology. The most important of these results was the rediscovery, in effect, 
that the gospel is incomprehensible apart from the doctrine of the Trinity. The Trinity 
was the one classical doctrine almost entirely undisputed in the sixteenth century, but 
it was not used as a resource for addressing the conflicts that erupted. A common re-
rooting in the ecumenical councils of the early church and the centrality of Trinitarian 
doctrine were crucial to the ecumenical progress of the twentieth century. This can 
even be seen in the World Council of Churches’ revision of its statement of faith. The 
founding constitution of 1948 was decisive but minimalistic: “The World Council of 
Churches is a fellowship of churches which accept our Lord Jesus Christ as God and 
Saviour.” While this is a good start, it says nothing of the Lord Jesus Christ’s Father or 
their Holy Spirit, nor anything about the scriptural basis for this confession. In 1961, 
the constitution was revised to state that the WCC is a “fellowship of churches which 
confess the Lord Jesus Christ as God and Saviour according to the scriptures, and 
therefore seek to fulfill together their common calling to the glory of the one God, 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.”

In this East-West encounter, ecumenical engagement has given the churches the 
chance to remember things that they’ve forgotten. Whether Lutherans realize it con-
sciously or not, Reformation theology doesn’t work apart from its basis in the Trinitarian 
and christological formulations of the first few Christian centuries. Luther’s sacramen-
tal theology, for one example among many, is an instance of “remembering” Cyril of 
Alexandria’s Christology. Though Luther had no access to Cyril’s own writings, by follow-
ing the same logic as the patristic deposit of faith he reached the same basic conclusions 
as the champion of Ephesus.60 In meeting with churches that claim unchanging continu-
ity with the early church, Lutherans and other Protestants, as well as Roman Catholics, 
have recognized explicitly that a Christian theology worth its salt cannot be ignorant or 
indifferent to the foundation laid by the church fathers. It has been a salutary reminder to 
Westerners often obsessed with the upheavals of the past five hundred years.

Another case of ecumenically-driven reminder can be seen in the renewed 
Protestant interest in hagiography. The process began in Scandinavia, especially Sweden, 
where attachment to the old saint days was the strongest. Efforts have been made to 
re-establish a calendar for veneration.61 Germans have made moves in this direction as 
well, inspired by the martyrdom of those who resisted the Nazi regime, such as the uni-
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versally revered Dietrich Bonhoeffer.62 The saints who resisted the Communist oppres-
sion of Christianity are coming to be recognized as well.63 Inevitably, reconsideration 
of hagiography takes Protestants into the company of Anglicans, Roman Catholics, 
and Orthodox, as well as to the rediscovery of pre-schism saints. Yet this movement 
is not simply a wholesale resumption of pre-Reformation practice. One looks in vain 
for recommendations among Protestants to invoke the saints in prayer. But it is a fit-
ting opportunity to rediscover the guidelines offered by the Lutheran Confessions for 
proper, non-idolatrous veneration of the saints. Especially worthy of notice in this regard 
is Article XXI in both the Augsburg Confession and the Apology.

These texts caught my own attention several years ago, in no small part because 
of encounters with Orthodox Christians, particularly the work of the French theologian 
Elisabeth Behr-Sigel. A pioneer of the “new hagiography” among the Orthodox, she 
approached the saints unafraid of their human and even flawed aspects, seeing in their 
failures the greater glory of God in using earthen vessels. This new Orthodox approach to 
hagiography, the Confessional guidelines, reverence for Bonhoeffer, and curiosity about 
other unknown lights in Lutheran history led me to establish a hagiography department in 
Lutheran Forum, presenting biographical sketches of exceptional witnesses to Christ within 
the Lutheran family.64 Readers are not exhorted to invoke them in prayer but “to give 
thanks to God… because he has given teachers and other gifts to the church. Since these 
are the greatest gifts, they ought to be extolled very highly, and we ought to praise the 
saints themselves for faithfully using these gifts just as Christ praises faithful managers,” 
as Melanchthon so beautifully put it.65 In short, through the ecumenical encounter with 
the Orthodox, I was reminded of something of authentic Lutheran vintage; and in devel-
oping it, I hope the ecumenical connections can further be strengthened.

6. Repentance and Forgiveness
Last but certainly not least, ecumenism suggests the possibility of downright sin 

in a church’s past. The division of the one body of Christ is never a circumstantial or 
accidental matter: there is always sin involved when Christ’s final prayer for the unity of 
his disciples is violated. No amount of doctrinal dialogue can repair the damage of divi-
sion without the fundamental work of confession and repentance undergirding it.

This remains, however, a largely unexplored area. Ecumenism’s first hundred 
years has had to proceed with a kind of delicate diplomacy, politely granting to each 
church the right to consider itself a church and believe its own teaching, gently explor-
ing areas of commonality without recourse to old and tired recriminations against one 
another. The fact that not every church really acknowledges every other church as 
church has made this precarious business; defensiveness lurks behind every ecclesiol-
ogy. It is good that churches have to a large measure ceased and desisted in accusing 
one another, but at some point this silence of etiquette needs to be replaced with self-
accusation. Accountability for our own sins is our duty to God even before it is our 
duty to each other.

A critical movement in this direction grew out of the international Lutheran-
Mennonite dialogue, which itself got started because of an awkward public celebration. 
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In 1980 Lutheran churches worldwide marked the 450th anniversary of the Augsburg 
Confession, inviting other Christians to join them. Mennonites were included. The 
Mennonites, however, couldn’t help but notice that the Augsburg Confession includes 
clauses stating that Lutherans condemn five errors explicitly attributed to Anabaptists. 
What Lutherans by and large didn’t realize is that the Mennonites consider themselves 
to be the direct heirs of the sixteenth-century Anabaptists. Their present name comes 
from the early Anabaptist leader Menno Simons. In effect, the Lutherans had invited 
the Mennonites to celebrate their own condemnation! As a result of this faux-pas, three 
national dialogues took place thereafter: in France (1981–1984), Germany (1989–1992), 
and the United States (2001–2004). These did much to improve ecumenical relations on 
the national level, but it was clear that a dialogue at the level of the world communions was 
needed to consider the present-day relation between the historically estranged churches.

Once the international dialogue convened, with delegates from the Lutheran 
World Federation and the Mennonite World Conference, a new set of difficulties 
arose. From the Lutheran point of view, it seemed strange that the Mennonites wanted 
to maintain the name “Anabaptist,” especially since, in the Mennonite view, they do 
not “re-baptize” but actually baptize in the first place. But Mennonites are very proud 
of their Anabaptist heritage and have no wish to distance themselves from it. This is 
itself something of a recent development. Up until the mid-twentieth century, schol-
ars tended to regard the sixteenth-century Anabaptists as wild anarchists. It was not 
until the Anabaptists and related groups were renamed the “Radical Reformation” 
that attitudes shifted and scholarly interest grew. Mennonites on their part started 
studying Anabaptist texts with fresh eyes, found them inspirational, and reclaimed the 
Anabaptists as their spiritual ancestors. So maintaining the connection is essential to 
Mennonite self-understanding today.

Despite this, the dialogue revealed that present-day Mennonites also reject some 
of the opinions attributed to Anabaptists in the Augsburg Confession, such as think-
ing “that the Holy Spirit comes to human beings without the external Word through 
their own preparations and works” (Article V).66 In several cases, what’s condemned 
in the Augsburg Confession was the minority opinion of a fringe group that has never 
been central in Mennonite theology, so those condemnations could be dismissed as not 
applying to the present-day partner. Two of them, however, could not be erased so eas-
ily. Article IX condemns “the Anabaptists who disapprove of the baptism of children 
and assert that children are saved without baptism”;67 Mennonites still reserve baptism 
to adult believers. Article XVI condemns “the Anabaptists who prohibit Christians 
from assuming such civil responsibilities” as “to impose just punishments, to wage just 
war, to serve as soldiers… to take an oath when required by magistrates,”68 to name the 
ones that remain problematic for Mennonites today.

The Lutherans were ready to tackle those two issues, but as the discussion pro-
ceeded, it became clear that the past was intruding on the present, and not in a good way. 
The Mennonites remembered something that most Lutherans had forgotten: namely, 
that some sixteenth-century Lutheran theologians had condoned the use of violence, 
even capital punishment, against the Anabaptists, and some Lutheran princes took them 
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at their word. It appears that Lutherans were directly or indirectly responsible for the 
deaths of at least one hundred Anabaptists. (Although figures are hard to establish with 
absolute certainty, it seems that around 2,500 Anabaptists altogether were executed for 
religious “crimes.”) And this injustice was preserved in Mennonite memory—particularly 
in a big book called Martyrs Mirror,69 which details the stories of Anabaptists who suffered 
and died for their faith, though it rarely specifies whether the persecutor was Lutheran, 
Reformed, Catholic, or something else—while most Lutherans forgot all about it.

As a result, the dialogue team realized that it was time to change tactics. Instead 
of negotiating theological differences directly, Lutherans and Mennonites first needed 
to retell the history of their churches, together, for the first time.70 They had to be 
completely honest and accountable to each other if they were going to heal the bad 
memories. They had to recognize that both sets of their theological ancestors were part 
of the broad movement of Reformation; neither of them had an exclusive claim on it.

A number of interesting facts turned up in the writing of this history. First, 
although today and for a long time Mennonites have been committed to nonvio-
lence, their origins were sometimes violent. Early Anabaptist history is tied up with 
the Peasants’ War that broke out in the 1520s. It was actually this terrible disaster that 
made many of them realize the wickedness of violent strategies and commit the rest 
of their lives to peace. However, Lutherans at the time didn’t know that. They thought 
Anabaptists were dangerous and violent anarchists. Yet already in the 1520s and 1530s, 
Anabaptists like the Swiss Brethren, Hans Hut, and Menno Simons were openly pro-
moting nonviolent engagement as the proper way to obey Christ’s teachings.

In fact, what the Lutherans actually knew about Anabaptists, when the Augsburg 
Confession was written in 1530, was extremely little. The movement had not yet uni-
fied. There were a number of marginal or extremist figures whose ideas did not end up 
influencing the Anabaptist movement afterward. The chief thing Lutherans knew about 
Anabaptists was their habit of “re-baptism,” which not only did the Lutherans find 
theologically offensive but which had been, for nearly a thousand years, a crime punish-
able by death in European lands.

Finally, the Anabaptist refusal to take oaths of loyalty or participate in war 
appeared to many as if they were simply taking advantage of the potentially costly 
actions of everyone else. Their religious principles suggested political treachery. The 
experiences of democracy, tolerance, and pluralism that are so normal in many con-
temporary societies were simply unheard-of then. No one seriously thought a political 
entity could include more than one religion (the eternally uneasy position of the Jews is 
a case in point). In this situation, Lutherans were threatened by any possible alignment 
of their own movement with that of the Anabaptists: it could get them judged as trai-
tors. The Augsburg Confession was a plea for tolerance of Luther’s followers as much 
as it was a theological statement, and part of their case was to prove that they were 
nothing like the universally despised Anabaptists, who had been condemned politically 
a year earlier in the 1529 Diet of Speyer for their re-baptisms.

Altogether, the result was that Luther and Melanchthon both thought it was 
permissible to punish Anabaptists by secular power for their religious offenses. In 
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some cases these two Reformers positively encouraged it; in other cases they didn’t 
object to the princes showing leniency to the Anabaptists. On the other hand, the 
Swabian reformer Johannes Brenz argued very strongly against any secular punish-
ment of Anabaptists. He realized that punishing any particular religious group could 
ultimately lead to punishing every religious group. The “orthodox” would end up being 
no safer than the “heretics.” The Scriptures alone were to be the treatment for spiritual 
“crimes,” otherwise, as Brenz so vividly put it, “[W]hat point would there be in study-
ing Scripture, for the hangman would be the most learned doctor?”71 

In the process of retelling this history together with Mennonites, it became clear 
to the Lutherans that, if they and the Mennonites were to have a future together, the 
Lutherans would have to admit publicly the error of their church in the past, apologize, 
and ask for forgiveness. The Mennonites did not ask for an apology; it was a free deci-
sion on the part of the Lutherans to offer one. The curiosity of apologizing for the 
dead, to the living descendants of the victims, has prompted reflection on the meaning 
of the communion of saints and the interconnectedness of Christians over time as well 
as space, and what this could mean for an ecumenical future.72

The first step toward this apology was taken through a vote of the Council of 
the LWF in 2008, when representatives of the member churches agreed to explore this 
course of action. They were especially concerned not only to take responsibility for the 
failures of the Lutheran tradition in the past but also to articulate connections between 
the sins of the sixteenth century and the lives of Lutheran churches now. Then a hand-
ful of Lutheran representatives attended the Mennonite World Conference assembly in 
Paraguay in July 2009 to announce the intention to seek forgiveness. The response was 
overwhelming—tears of joy, relief, and gratitude on the part of the Mennonites.

The final step occurred at the 2010 LWF assembly in Stuttgart (notably Brenz’s 
home city), when after a unanimous vote the Lutherans publicly stated: “Trusting in God 
who in Jesus Christ was reconciling the world to himself, we ask for forgiveness—from 
God and from our Mennonite sisters and brothers—for the harm that our forebears in 
the sixteenth century committed to Anabaptists, for forgetting or ignoring this persecu-
tion in the intervening centuries, and for all inappropriate, misleading and hurtful portraits 
of Anabaptists and Mennonites made by Lutheran authors, in both popular and scholarly 
forms, to the present day.” Remarkably and unexpectedly, a Mennonite delegation at 
the assembly arrived prepared with a statement of full pardon and joy in the reconcilia-
tion at long last. They were also able to acknowledge their own sins in the course of the 
estrangement, such as a pernicious victim mentality and pride at their separateness.73

Note that the Lutherans’ repentance and the Mennonites’ forgiveness does not 
pretend to resolve all theological disagreements between them. It is not an exercise 
in dishonesty or mere diplomacy. Rather, Christians are commanded to confess and 
repent of their sins, and the ecumenical encounter reminded Lutherans of an unrepent-
ed-of sin, giving them the chance finally to confess it. It has opened up the possibility 
for conversation and cooperation with Mennonites, which was cut off by sins half a 
millennium old. And it has led to another ecumenical “first”: an international trialogue 
between Lutherans, Mennonites, and Roman Catholics on the subject of baptism.
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A frank appraisal of Christian history, especially in the turmoil of the sixteenth 
century and beyond, shows staggering cruelties committed by the body of Christ against 
itself, in the name of righteousness but far more often for political expediency and self-
justification. We have no reason to expect a renewed and unified community of love 
in truth without serious reckoning of our crimes. Doctrinal discussions remain at some 
level artificial without admitting how much the violence and politics of the past influ-
enced the course of events.74 As we approach the anniversary year of 2017, it behooves 
us all to consider well what this celebration might look like. Imagine a 2017 character-
ized by mutual repentance and forgiveness rather than triumphalism on one side and 
stony silence on the other. That would do more honor to the gospel proclaimed by 
Luther than any number of self-administered pats on the back.

Conclusion
The ecumenism described here, in these six varieties of ecumenical progress, 

operates on two assumptions. The first is an unswerving obedience to the eighth 
commandment. Falsely declaring unity violates the eighth commandment, but falsely 
declaring impediments to unity violates it as well. Standing by past judgments that are 
demonstrably the result of misunderstanding, political expediency, coercion, lack of 
logical coherence, or plain old sin serve no one, least of all the God of truth. If we say 
that we have no sin, and that we have had no sin in our respective church histories, we 
deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. Ecumenism requires us to love the truth 
more than our own tribal boundaries.

The second assumption is that churches are not locked boxes. If they are liv-
ing communities of the living God, then they are in constant contact with the wider 
world, both the great mass of the unevangelized as well as others who profess faith in 
Jesus Christ. No church is immune to the effects of this interchange, and it is faithless 
to suppose that in every case the result is tainting, compromise, or loss. Churches over 
time learn and improve; they also forget and fail. Sometimes the impetus is external 
and sometimes it is internal; it can be the result of social change, spiritual awakening, 
or intellectual exploration. It is with good reason that ecumenical statements distin-
guish between the “present-day dialogue partner” and that partner’s past. Ecumenism 
asks churches to discern within their own bodies what kinds of developments are faith-
ful extensions or revisions of their own best and wisest insights, and which are mis-
guided, subpar, or destructive.

Ecumenism of this stripe cannot be about doctrinal trade-off, then: it’s not a 
matter of me sacrificing this if you’ll sacrifice that. It certainly can’t be solved by politi-
cal solutions, even if these are less violent than in the past. It can only be the outcome 
of both mutual and internal discernment in the churches. It will take time, it will 
involve missteps, and it will require humility. Above all it will be the work of the Holy 
Spirit, who, as Jesus promised us, will lead us into all truth (Jn 16:13).
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